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Scene Enough to Save Us 


Scene Enough to Save Us 


We need to remember only one place, 
one evening when pigeons fly from ground 
to sycamores and back, 


hover swift and only 
at this moment, now around the slated steeple— 
its spire piercing the place where 


I used to think God lived 


making it bleed amethyst, turning it 
dun like the breasts of birds 

that are always with us. Their wings 
are heavier than the sky. 


Somewhere in this picture 
that spreads like water evenly to its edges 


there is the breath, the shadow 


of someone looking at it. 


Bamboo Grove 


Summer mornings the grove rises 
out of the sandy yard 
like a yellow dream. 


Stalks segmented like hours, 
tall fingers move 
over the slow body of the day. 


After naps the children come 
with their apples and cakes, 
their whispers. 


Watch how they change as they play 
among giant grasses 
and boulders of glass. 


By the time these lines reach 
the bottom of the yellow page, 
the children will be gone. 


By morning the apple parings, 
crumbs from their cakes 
will be gone. 


Christmas in New York: 1946 


Why does the child waiting for her parents 

stare at the hotel window 

try to understand 

this postage-stamp light on a black-wrapped package 


why the man holds the woman 
on his lap, why they kiss 
who do not know the child is watching 


who does not understand why 

they stay late when the magnet home 
draws her every day from school 

why she loves this lit space 

this cancelled stamp from what mailing 
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River Town 


Island of hard winds and dust, 

washed by rows of corn, 

hedged by fertilizer factories. 

And farther out, waves of river bluffs 

and winters leaving little room for spring. 


We learned our red brick lessons 
except your unfinished equation 
was erased. Only small chalk 
remains to be shaken. 


Among the children’s dolls, 

attic rats ate the Christmas ornaments 
a Russian grandfather had made. 

The rare is always the first to go. 


Not even the rain can walk on water. 


Ashland 1960 


It was standing, the shadow-slanting, 

fake brick repeat of houses we had seen 

on roads edged by woods, 

and fenced by abandonment. 

Neglect had reared it, 

proud out of spring house 

and cistern mound it grew 

among trees. Squirrels 

bombed its tin roof 

and we took sides under blankets, 

under rain that ground its teeth 

pointed into black evenings, 

starred and baying 

over ridges we saw only in moonlight. 
Stood in our simple bodies, 

lighted by fires of our making, 

saw us in perilous lanterns lively and loving, 
touching from distances of frost fields and fox runs 
to the red-coal center of our breath. 
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Rainy Day in a Rented House 


Today the rain is falling, 
a bargain summer makes with the year. 


Children color behind windows 


careless of lines we try 
to stay within. 


The canal lifts 

the houseboat like a cork. Grackles 
that bent for seeds 

have gone elsewhere. 

Day’s edges blur. 


Sky and sea are unsure. 
Each swells to be 


more than it is. 
Rain is what the sky 
sings to the earth, grasses 


knowing music when they hear it. 
Righting its own wrongs. The soil. 
Worms. We are like that 


when we coil 
in ourselves for sleep. 


Garden Parasol 


(based on a painting in the NC Museum of Art) 


The women are lovelier than they know: 
enlivened perhaps by the day’s gossip 
over tea, an exotic novel, a moment 


when light-heightened oranges, paper yellows 
flood the pale green afternoon 

smooth to the canvas edge. 

The one sitting almost knows 


almost hears the scream of birds: 
preening herons only one side showing 
frozen in summer on one reed leg. 


If the woman glances up, 
shifts in her chaise, 
it is because her muted eyes 
suddenly crisping, see something 
beyond the stirring in the hedge, 


the palette-knifed grass, 


the wild confusion of background. 
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Paper Fire 


Cardboard burning in a rusted barrel 
flames out 

helped by a hand of wind, 

teases the ground 

ignites parched cornstalks. 

Words rush up in curls 

to burn themselves white to nothing 
against the skimmed-milk November sky. 
Words like “fragile,” 

“handle with care.” 


1 am so busy flailing the fire 

spreading its message, 

I don’t take time 

to read the love poem 

written on onion skin above my head. 


Thunder 


Look up. Wish it. 

Clean, final, taking its own time. 
Without remorse it shatters panes, 
sends children running home, 

scares the dog under the front porch. 


Once on the third floor of an old hotel 

in San Felipé an earthquake 

rumbled up to me from somewhere in the desert. 
Shivering cracks gathered up the plain room, 

a bed, an empty vase, in string bag 

like women on the street carry bread in. 


We are all netted that way, hauled in like slick fish, 
fighting all the way, wrapped 


in yesterday’s news. 


I never hid in my mother’s bed. 
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After Rain 


Finally rain has handled everything. 
All over, 

as if it never knew or wasn’t 

taught 

where its fingers shouldn’t stray. 
(Strange what need will cause 

us to submit to.) 


A poplar by the sidewalk 
transparent with a sort of joy, 
paint-red magnolia cones 
turned on like lights. 


Rain has come, this month 
called yesterday, 

the final chapter of a book 
we cheated and read first, 


too late for anything but dreams, 

a bedroom window 

of an old white house, tea 

in cups thin enough to read through, 
your raincoat smell, 


time like an abacus, 
raindrops like its beads. 


Reclamation Project 


Surrender’s flag 

on mudded, rutted clear- 
cut fields, it stands, 

thin thought of a tree 
weathered to ghost bone. 


Coat of its name, 

this snare of meaning 

shed like season’s skin, 
leaves peeled and slivered, 
a silvered slate where what 
is written is hawk tree. 


What is it to be 
chosen by hawks? 


How little of hawks 

the rider-by will see 

beneath the pitch of sky, 
dolphin clouds. 

Morning hawks at that. 

Red tails. A pair 

in the sense I mean pair, 
hoisting themselves like some 


kind of flag. 


What lure baits them, 
what obituary from felled trees 
piled like prophets for burning? 


I hold in my mind’s hand 
for balance, the weight, 
the words, tree, hawk, 


and fear. 
Try what I do not know 
to try. 
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At the Point Reyes Bird Station 


It was all right 

that the road there 

lurched toward plunge of cliff 
and hills steamed 

like laundry hung on winter lines. 
We had seen what we came for. 


Wings quivering 

on eucalyptus trees, 

Monarchs like leaves. 

Not falling, 

rising out of their yellow sleep 
would let themselves by pulled 
by vast strings 

to Chile. 


They could have risen all of a wing 
but then you placed in my hands 


a small banded bird. 

I watched him lift himself up 
brown and fading 

over the fog-drenched slopes 
of Bodega Head. 


Starlings 


il, 


When I see from my hand’s distance 
black plumage glowing metal— 

green and purple, heavily spotted above 
and below, buffy or white, I notice more 
in winter, in early winter, 

the beak dark now, turning 

in spring, yellow. 


They spread out everywhere: 

flocks in shadow-flickered parks or wasteplaces, 
the deep sanctity of pasture, the healing field. 
Awkward, chunky when their short legs 

carry them to insects or to grain. 

They do not think 

to be beautiful. 


When they nest, they move alone, 

not lonely. Lay five blue eggs. 

They are skilled in air like surgeons, 
introduce themselves to the sky 

in wheels and whirls. 

They are capable to sustained whistling. 
They have not heard the rumors 

that they will die. 
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Hl. 


Watching them, I am struck 
by how they seem. Seeds, 
winged maple seeds 

scattered from a prolific hand 
and how they rise in concert 
like updrafts of wind. 

They take the whole sky, they 
and the tree tops. 


What plans you have, 
relinquish. 

Watching them, you on the ground, 
let them bear you away, 

your eyes wrapped in their dark 
secret. Be glad 

for all parts of yourself to fly. 
Love the blue air 

like burning paper does, 
knowing 

how little chance you have 

of returning. 


Ill. 


Often there were days when birds, 

eighth notes, chattered 

from the first weak sounding of the sun, 

the falling yellow leaves and mist. 

Days when starlings struck the day like a match 
with their necromancy, thriving like another 
crop among the collards cupping last night’s rain. 


There were mornings when the woman 
lifted to their upsweepings 

as if to some known body. 

When sometimes on her porch she would 
stand under the great grey rip of sky, 

as on a turntable or a merry-go-round, 


eyes tuned by the shine of music, the whine of brass. 


While the birds were taking the sky apart, 

soaring, coasting with bits of it in their beaks, 
breaking out on the grass like a wedding party 
after benediction, or sailors fresh from the sea, 


and she, at her ship’s helm, sailing 
over the waves of sycamore leaves 
piled for burning. Guiding her 
through the diminished trees, 
dying shreds of sky, the ragged park 
cresting at the cemetery’s hill: 
constellations of starlings. 
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Open Season 


Autumn stirs warm in its bed 
like a wife. We shall walk out: 
while animals 

doze fat and flung like soft toys 
into tunnels and caves of leaves, 
skins greased over ripe bellies. 


Written in the milk of sky: 


the steel jaws of winter wait, 
the fox is out and running 
behind the silver pennant of his breath. 


Rabbit lines hold 

like threads of sky our eyes stretch 
from windows to the hill’s brim. 
Outlines of beaver and badger 

waver, leak animal into the porous air. 


We are caught in the cage of winter. 
By the dark side of hedges 

drizzlings of barn owl feathers, quills 
scatter frail on the land. 

Earth trails its combings, its shearings 
into the mute, indifferent woods. 


Mice targeted by moon darts, 

cold stars shooting bullets 

at possum, squirrels 

slithering from tree shadow to shadow 
tree. In clawed bark, watermelon plug 
of hair-tipped flesh, cracked mirror 

of ice. In overturned rocks 

we read survival. 


Hurry. 

We shall walk out trackless, 

without spell, to find the gone shapes, 
the child-held pieces. 


Thoughts After a New Snow 


It is hard to give up old habits: 

seeing the photo-perfect landscape, 
Christmas card snow for easy clipping, 
pasting in the album, suggests 

how each snow is every snow, 

epitome and general fact of whiteness. 
These are moments I remember: 

how it snowed once, an icy log 

crushed a favorite kitten in a woodpile, 

a daughter born to February’s blizzard, 

on another snowy day sewed lace 

around a heart-shaped pin cushion. 

Some days fall in place like blocks, solid 

as the moon of ice setting up in the dog’s bowl. 
A particular pin pricks Jennifer’s finger, 

a certain doggy tongue demands a thaw, one fatal log 
crushes Majolica, no other. 

The typical stretches truth like a sail: 

only unique needles pierce the cloth, 

the heart, thorn on a specific quince 

tips your bare elbow. 

You are lost by not taking one marked path. 
There is no typical, only February. 
February, February, stacked like cordwood 
in the blind and shifting snow. 

Even now the weight of this white page 
pulls no other poem. 
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Still Life: Deer Skull, Blue Bird 


Trunkless head stares sightless at the wall, 
oblivious to shadow counterpart, 

antler tines licking each other like young dogs. 
Slender head slides quick to nose, fur-grazed 
like day old beard or coat collar 

from the Rescue Mission, leprous and dust-dead. 
Adolescent antlers would have been outgrown. 


Like handles from Grandfather’s carving knives 
without the meaty stains, some kitchen girl 

let soak to long, and cracked, 

filing her nails. Hat pegs, coat hoods, brooches 
or belt buckles scrimshawed with vessels 

to the edge of their flat world, stale daisies 
without yellow, phallic unicorns, all 

pallid uses our minds conceive. 


Someone has perched a bluebird in the skull’s tree. 
Why not, happiness being it own business? 

He peers cocky and cock-eyed into his host’s eye socket, 
chirping cheer and permanence, painted eyeball 

to no eyeball, one relic inmate to another. 


And we smile, having personalized 
this matter, knowing there is nothing 
more to say, that we have thought 

or words for. 


Time Piece 


To travel some circuits 

takes years. Each long arc 

sweeps clean, never catching 

the hand before. Hands, delicate 
and pointed like sweet figs 

or ladies who walk the courthouse park, 
the latticed path, 

admire chrysanthemums in season 
or summer’s velvet bed. 

Between the bell for lunch, 

their lying down. 


I have done this 
even in the dark. 


When it is time, a tone 

wakes someone upstairs in bed 
who waits until the shade is raised. 
In my glass face, hours are broken 
and numbered. 


Times a woman leaves 
through several doors, to find 
her coming in and coming out, 
whose heart beats still inside 
the gleaming ring, 

who never really left. 
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IT. 


Stories in My Skin 
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Talking in Sleep 


Hear the sounds love makes 
talking to itself. 

Vowels, milk sounds, 

your mouth against the curve 

of my throat, small poems 
written on walls, ceilings. 
Shooting stars that shine nights. 


All the old stories you read 
in my skin, you tell back to me. 


Outside morning can’t take time. 
Soon it will cast us 

in its movie, framing us, 

messages half-delivered we will never 


finish. 


Any window will do. 

This scene is taking place 

over and over. 

But many of the words 

have never before been spoken. 
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Text 


For no reason, we are getting into 

a small boat, off a vessel we were never sure why 
we were on in the first place, 

going some place of importance 

we were never made aware of, from some 

other place we had never been. 


_ We are dropped weightless from stars 


into some life we never knew we owned. 
Or are found crawling half-clad and ragged 
at the center of a frozen pond in snow 
where nothing waits but the very thing 

we need most. 


We read our lives wherever we can, 
even the sad or long or badly written. 
A sudden turn of the head is all 

it takes to miss what we might 

spend the rest of it, 

looking for. 


Poetics of Sleep 


I never thought the day would come 

I would see myself running in the honest sun 

of morning when other women perceiving themselves 

invisible to neighbors too sleepy to see, 

appeared on their dewed lawns in shy robes for some news 

like blurs of mushrooms sprung from night. 

Rather I would have preferred seeing myself 

in bed like a proper woman waiting for bells 

or hand on my breast as a reminder that we wake. 

Instead I had to take what I got 

when I spooned into the bouillabaisse of sleep, 

myself, of all things running, dressed thinly 

in garments of no color or device, coming upon 

two animals in that old neighborhood of mine 

that I had fled as poppies and lobelia I planted 

were about to bloom, a pretty mean reminder. 

Coming upon a goat in the street, wrinkled and inert 

from thirst, only inches away from water springing 

from a fissure in the sidewalk. Of course, the question 

arose, why? But this did not change anything. Certain 
statements must be made, reeling on without regard for the facts 
like a cherished family story. Coming upon my recently lost cat 
who hurdled through twelve years and three thousand miles although 
I was not surprised since he had practiced this feat 

jumping hedges between my yard and Mrs. Battendorf’s 

to elude garbage men and meter readers. It is hard 

not to question why my Volkswagen managed to roll by itself 
onto his black and white body lying there in the street, 
asserting its vehicular domain by squeezing out the cat’s 

red porcelain innards like a tube of toothpaste, cat looking 
surprised to say the least, eager to rise and walk away 

from this offense, this unlickable, unfixable slur 

on his impeccable grooming. And although I with the strength 
of several, removed the car leaving the perfect print of a Michelin 
on his fur, nothing was changed. I was only playing to script, 

a part written in for me by a good friend, the producer, 


this last minute and somewhat sentimental, useless rescue 
in no way affecting the theme developed throughout by the dreamer. 
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Arrival and Beyond 


Imagine you have come 

this far, skim against the thread 

of sky, small boat, eucalyptus leaf. 
Brown man ina coarse suit 

silent to things beyond words, 

will make sure you get there. 

Water takes you, warm as your fluids. 
Fear has left you, sea animals 

glide their black bodies, 

against your skin. They are 

your own. In the sky glow, 

pink as the underbellies of leaping fish, 
willows green with catkins, 

marshes grass, 


banks stubble with life, 

and you wrapped with gauze, rise 
to the slope, the wave blue house, 
received like the face of someone 
glimpsed, passing 

into a life you never lived. 


Dreaming Myself Awake 


Skating sleep’s thin ice, 

I easy, easy 

in circles large, 

larger. Before the numbing splash, 
body chilling from the ankles up. 


Had you been a Jew in Germany 
would you have gotten out in time? 


The secret service of my dreams 
indicts, recites: 

the test not studied for, 

freeway’s exit that left me 

in the desert at midday, 

all of the lizards dying, 

Bay Bridge turning to silly putty 
when I reach midspan, 

the quickie outside the crematorium 
on the concrete floor 


I didn’t mean to kill that Easter duck, 

your honor, 

voice saying, are you pregnant, are you 
pregnant, 

the woman who wore my dress to her funeral. 
Thanks, but I do not want it back. 


Finding out too late that sunflowers kill, 
I keep a light burning by the door, 
try all locks three times. 


Someone Has Taken the Stairs 


I am inspecting the fingernails 
of a gorilla. No one seems to care 


that the clocks are all wrong, 
my students walking the streets. 


How can I tell when my car 
is driven by Daddy? 


You do the laundry through a basement window. 
We have gotten ours mixed, but we don’t know. 
Not much comes of my scream. 

Dogs are in the vegetables wearing my clothes. 
That chow in my red and black bathrobe 

is gorging on eggplant. 


There was a reason but I don’t remember 

why the little girl in the bright green sweater, 
the plaid taffeta dress was left on the sidewalk 

at the intersection of Broadway and Park Place. 
Will she dash into traffic and get finished 

like the hand waxed skate board you lean against 
the shop wall? 


My garbage cans are full, 
my whole life is showing. 


The White Lion of Timbavati 


The white lion dreams with her eyes 
open, aquiver. 

Sees the world tremulous with heat waves 
through the stunted marula trees. 

When red flags of blood fly 

from her white jowls, she gorges. 

When she steals from the pride, 

she looks over her shoulder. 


Brothers and sisters meld with tawny swatches 
of grass, seize their prey, the warthog and kudu 
in dusty patches of sun, mud of the water hole 
caked to their limbs. 

They swagger like sailors, 

appetites sated. 

In crenelated shadows of thorn trees 

they lie down and sleep. 

And dreams like gnats, swarm 


their heads. 


They wake to the wildebeest speeding 
with oiled regularity, faster than lions, 
surely faster than lions. 


Surprise is the secret, sudden sprint, 
terrible-turning ravager in mid-air 
before the faster beast, the wildebeest 
attains his surge. 


Sedge-colored lions hide in the open 
barely visible, each hair its own, supine 
on the sand under the shingayi trees. 


Day comes, man comes. 

Shock of albino flung ragged across the Serengeti 
startles the man into hunter, 

or impala seeing the white splash on grass 

flees. 

Away. 
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Away, gaining. 
Gaining the brush near the sacred mountain, 
safe beyond the straw huts of Timbavati. 


White lion beauteous, guileless 

without calculation, 

slow days slacken 

her belly. 

Survival weights the haunches 

that want to race with mongeese and honey badgers. 
Survival is to blend with the background. 

She does not drink the water with others 

beside serene Machaton, 

river that never dries up. 


Turk’s Bonnet 


What the woman says take, 

you will take. 

Here is something for your garden. 
Pluck the brown pods, 

that shine, and crunch like 

scarab husks. 

Medicine or magic? 

Does a gray cloud gather behind stone 
or will the sun burst orange and paper 


like a child’s first birthday hat? 


You will pluck them, eyes closed, 


as though they are larvae or some dark body 


innocent children mustn’t touch. 
Some omens lie, Cassandra. 

Some mushrooms, 

crazed white tubers 

that play fairy, nymph, or nightshade. 


Take courage from the woman 
who looks from the window, 
remembrance. 


In season you will know 

what you have planted. 

Through nights long 

on the slab of winter, you have dreamed 
of waking to bright flung tissue, 

or the flaming unfolding of fear. 


How like a death the growing is, 
how orange the gift of lilies. 
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Summer, and the House 
Finally Crumbles 


Tired rafters slip from her grasp, 

repeat the pattern, the curve of her arm, 
among lapsing barns on roads where heat 
rises from one attack of asphalt to another. 


She has held her breath in its cage. 


Porch posts and lintels like upturned trees 
and crotches of limbs sway and bend in the wind. 
She cannot hide from the yellow and plum peel sky. 


Child that fled to her room when voices 
hurled themselves far as fields, as creeks 
where she had first picked violets, had lain 
careful as death in tall grass 

blue green as water, who is this? 


Who is this woman hidden behind walls 


like unwritten paper? 


Dust gathers on shrubs 

like crumbs falling from an old man’s mouth, 
writes a message like she wrote once 

ona leaf, and left on the slant of a wall, 
cracks dark and dank 


and running to ground like water. 


What hurdles down wax halls amid the whir 
of fans, shiver of rugs as temporary as sighs? 
What lies in bright fractured pools like glass, 
at the foot of every door out? 


Watermark 


Memory boards me like the last 
train to the suburbs, invades 
my skin, gusty winds ina shirt 
that blusters on the line 

and I water my garden, wishing 
you had not died, my father, 
before I learned your secrets. 
Wishing you had not died. 


I water my garden. 

Breeze drifts of spray wet my hair, 

cool the heat of my face. I think 

how you, mother, high above the Pacific 

on a terrace at Vina del Mar, 

sipped a tall sweet drink in a place 

remote enough for orchids and the luxury 

of well-pruned hatreds. 

You both back from Venezuela, the lies they wanted 
you to tell: they loved us there, threw roses 
instead of stones. And how in the only room 
in town large enough, Segovia played, 

taut sexual line strung from his fingers 

like piano wire. 


Last night I dreamed dust pink terra cotta roofs, 
ruffled taffeta stained with sweat. Hot sunsets 

that smelled of frying meal, washed a bad watercolor 
over San Felipé. 

Children and chickens whiter than they were, 
threw shadows like daggers at the black mud house. 
Or was it daggers like shadows? 
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In underwater light from sprinklers, now 

I remember the child who raised water castles 

on the lawn, flicking the whip of hose. 

To see how long before drops fell, 

dressmaker pins from a bursting paper bag. 

She watched sky blur through water’s pointillism, 
and peonies, sweet flares to see by 

through liquid scrim. 

When darkness came, the deep green coil 

sucked back magic battlements into itself. 


And you, great grandmother, the violets you required 
did not grow in Bagagem. Instead 

calla lilies, raucous, vulgar, smelling 

of candle wax and gilded altars, thrust their spears 

in to the red raw-earth towns 

and every sick room draped with netting. 


Mink Island Cedar: 


reflections on the problem of idolatry 


This island native has journeyed 

cold in a small boat, 

chosen in a secret place not for its heft 
but for its minuteness and simplicity. 
Like the Baby, its wild unhanselled spirit 
blinking in the unnatural light. 


I would have trimmed this one with wave spray 
or birds, leaping deer, yaupon and mullein, 
the stark shock of egret, recurring green of marsh. 


I myself travel to other Christmases: 

drafty rooms with peeling faded paper, 

blue Virginia mountains hushed in snow, 

the greasy smell of last Sunday’s ham 

giving itself away in the dining room pie safe, 

fireplaces, shivering of ash, rank bruised juice 

of cedar axed by the fence row because they had no other. 
All this in watered and distorting glass. 


This was a tree. 

This was a tree that told a story, of horns and drums, 

angels tawdry and chipped, made carnate 

by years of use, nesting where birds were once, 

birds innocent in their errands. 

Outside apple-faced cousins and I, in wool that scratched 
and smelled like snow, or was it snow that smelled 

like wool, our breaths curling like ribbons of foil, 

played with dolls. Dolls just given, stiff from lack of love 
which felt to us like cold, who met those old and worn ones, 
lacking toes, fingers broken, an eye out, veterans 

and novices at play. We played by the cedar taller 

than the house, bark chewed to toughness by ice-laden wind, 
dark roots hand-high above the played-out soil. 
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Inside my Ama coaxed carols and Schubert, a whiff of Bach 
staunchly Presbyterian, the untuned piano unable 

to give back what she pounded into it. 

Serrated voices cut the silences, edgy and embittered 

by Depression fears, bad harvests and apple brandy. 


How can we love what we cannot image, being 
creatures of words that limit us? 

For we are born, after all, 

unlike some beasts, 


our eyes wide open. 


Country Doctor Poems 


Presumptions 


I think it somewhat presumptuous of me, 

an obscure country doctor, to write of myself, 
people never having heard a thing about me. 

Do you think a few souls might like, as some friends 
have suggested, a recollection or two, an experience 
here and there out of the ordinary? 


Too, a little diversion might occupy me 
in this idle time. 


My father used to thrill me with his oratory, 
these days sadly out of repute, this country pastor 
with a few acres, a flock. 

But I am poor with words, and cannot thrill you 
as he could. 


A small boy, I travelled with him, listened to tales 
of the war, Lee who won battles even in retreat. 
He could talk for hours. 

How he admired valor. Too bad 

he couldn’t enlist, having two brothers in the war, 
old parents needing him. 

His oldest brother was the first to die. 

Were the truth known, shot accidentally 

by a comrade. 


Once father gave me a colt we named Stonewall, but sold him 
later to pay for my education. Another one 

failed to live up to his name, Jeb Stuart. 

Distinguished himself by kicking me in the forehead, 

slicing my scalp like a ripe apple. 


After all, what’s in a name? 
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Make Me a Child Again 


I was born in Spottsylvania County, 

my family penurious as any Southerners. 
Chancellorsville, Wilderness, 

Salem Church, all fought on our soil. 

Yankies ransacked my grandfather’s farm, 
carried away anything movable. Did you know, 
I went to school in the house I was born in? 
Not only that, I attended my first labor 

in this house. 


Years, only years. Some doctors say 

a man might live to be 150 or more. 

I swear this old machine will wear out by then. 
But I think of Issac, of Abraham, Jacob, 

what did they know? 


I recall only one man of note born in my county. 
Matthew Maury, charted the ocean currents, 

pathfound the seas. You studied his geography, I’ll wager. 
You, Mr. President, you’re a man of parts, 

what is time? 


Bible says, Revelation if you want to know, 

a woman was pursued by a Dragon after the birth of her child, 
carried far into the wilderness, nourished, we’re told, 

for times and half a time. 


Who knows what this means? I don’t, 
but I’d like to. 


The Value of Good Work 


I hear tell of sweatshops, child labor 

in the industrial centers, abuse and overwork. 

But though we worked hard in the fields 

from sun to running sun, we were not forced to or harmed. 
A boy who will not work when he is young, 

will not work when he is older. Now women 

are different. 


We lived on a farm my mother inherited, 

built a log cabin, and there we were until I was ten. 
How we existed I’ll never know, making for a year 
about what a day laborer makes now for a month. 


But we finally graduated 

from corn pone to wheat bread, 

and had meat and butter at the same meal. 
I liked farm work 


until I went to boarding school, 

losing all taste of it then forever. 

Nothing pleases me so much as a flourishing field of corn 
or an orchard heavy with apples, but as a livelihood, 
good Lord, deliver me. 


Farmers have been reduced to little better than peasants. 


Should have gone into journalism, 
having a way with a story, if I could tell it 
before I forgot the details, but I decided 
on medicine, it taking less study. 

And I went away green and a stranger. 


Father died in the winter so I started to practice 
without internship. What agonies of ignorance I went through. 


Our eyes are in the front of our heads, 
but we see further behind than before. 
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Retribution 


During my first year, a curious occurrence . 
interested the faculty, students, anyone 

who heard about how old Jerry’s body 

had doggone turned up on the dissecting hall. 
I won’t go into details so as not to offend 

the ladies. 


Some fifteen years before, this same Jerry, 
an old negro janitor, went out on the street 
and knocked an old woman over the head, 
sold her body for $15.00. 

Some good folks around here intervened 
and he got off with a light sentence. 


But the Lord had written his name in his book. 


Behold He Cometh with Clouds 


And all the nations of the earth shall wail. 


In forty years, my father never preached a poor sermon. 


My father made my mother promise 

she would burn all his sermons after he died. 
It may well be, 

that they might not have seemed the same 
delivered by someone else. 

So much of what we hear is mere wind. 


I think the world would be none the worse off 
if half of what was printed and half 

of what was said in public, were left 

unsaid. 


Perhaps the same thing can be said 
of my memoirs. 
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Letter to Maggie 


It is warm today for December. 

Late-rising fog caused this morning 

three collisions and a fatal pileup, 

finally called off its dogs and went home. 

Oak leaves are everywhere, remaindered 

like gloves and mittens from hundreds 

of knitting mills gone berserk. What else 
could they do? A black Labrador, belly hairs 
spouting creek water, crisscrosses behind a boy 
ona bike. 


The world plays its old sweet song, something 

like Indian Love Call, like I used to on a hand- 
cranked victrola in my blue-flowered room. 

But with a lot better fidelity. 

The day now smooth and round as a baby’s bottom, 
enough to satisfy anybody. 


Yet I know by evening we could be up 

to our front stoops in snow, flakes redundant 

as post Christmas white sales. And you miles away 
no more blanketed against such cold surprises 
than I, nor the snow-covered boots 

of ghosts on days like this. Today I read’ 

of parents who buried a child’s ashes in a shoe box 
in their back yard. Hard, I say, but perhaps 

better to put what’s left of sadness 

where it will stay, yourself. It’s the tag ends 

of grief that tangle and won’t knit. 


I have ravelled out my hurts today with fallen 
leaves, a walk in the woods, words on a page, 
songs this season sings, and thoughts 

of you in a blue snow suit. 


Endless Line of Splendor 


Are you a reader drawn to color, 

the raucous play of reds and pinks in flower beds, 

bawdy orange of sunset come a long way 

from Modigliani nudes, getting more and more absurd 

in its parody of itself? Which can be forgiven 

because even plastic funeral wreaths and flags 

flying from used car lots relieve a gray and ochre 

landscape. Try to develop a taste for a different palate, 

bleached and sunwashed by salt air and wind, swept by gull 
shadows and the sneakered feet of tourists. No color 

in this story except the intense turquoise of a pair 

of summer shorts, and red of a torn blouse. Perhaps you 

will learn to like the shifting light and shadows. Here 

is only chalkiness of hard-laundered spreads, everyone alike, 
chewing-gum colored walls and floors, rags of rugs gone gray, 
boardwalks, sand sometimes stained with oil. Even the man 
wooden and fading, in white shirt and frayed brown pants. 

Tanned by the memory of a tan burned at sea to leather. 

Focus on the girl propped on pillows against the white spread 

you have read about. She too lacks color except for the pair 

of shorts, the only hint that an effort has been made to please 

you. She admires her golden legs against the spread, light froth 

of hair on thighs catching a glint of sun through unwashed windows, 
few grains of sand clinging here, there like minute diamond chips. 
She notices how intense color of her shorts draws her tan, in 

the mirror, she more like suntan lotion ads than last summer. 

Even then, a man like other hawklike men she has seen at every 
street corner and skating rink, asked her, still with baby fat 

and no sense, to the big hotel down the strand. She holds 

a 1949 copy of Popular Detective filched from the back room 

of the boardinghouse where cooks and maids napped between meals 
on iron beds. A blaze of red on the magazine cover like the cardinal 
you do not see, but have seen, so fast it flies, outflying 

your capacity to bring eye and brain together. This blemish 

on an otherwise black and white photograph derives from the woman’s 
blouse, half worn, half unworn. The woman blindfolded, her mouth 
covered with the gloved hand of a person you must imagine 
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since his back is all you see. The girl is, at this time, 

a beach. Between the deep animal waters of the self’s salt, 

and the wooden, yards, filled sandboxes 

and planters, filled waterways to houses and parking lots. 

The public and the tamed. She is that margin between sea and 

the ragged row of houses where a few black-eyed susans survive, 

not sure whether to carpet or to crouch beside the dour gray 

trolley tracks. She is like that ravelling margin at waters edge, 

prints and debris erased daily as if a teacher’s helper had 

shaken erasers free on playground hardpan, 

washed boards ready to receive mistakes with grace and a bad memory. 
Nothing has been printed on her it is too late to wash away. Later 

she would wonder how afternoon had altered this, tall man 

walking by her open bedroom door, sensing surprises in her golden skin. 
Later she could not be sure what had passed between them. 

Maybe it was a look or something said, or just this: that the man 

had entered the open door half-forgotten in her wonder at herself. 
Maybe it was only clouds, blotting for a moment the tireless ball of sun, 
seeming tossed there by an impatient child who ran away, 

weary of waiting for it to come down. 
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Intimacy 


One August 

we walked together, 

carried it back from the dock 
where the peeling boat 

put in, its cache from deep water. 


We had chosen it 


or rather its bloodless silver length. 


And sitting together 
back at the campground 


you were surprised 
when I honed a knife, 
said I would cut it up. 


I who had never 
baited my own hook. 
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The Invention of Necessity 


Grace shines in precisely doing 
what the structure makes difficult. 
“Stone, Paper, Knife” ~ Marge Piercy 


Bearded and bristly, the ex-British navel officer told me 

scarcely after take-off, why he had stopped using washcloths. 

They were always sour and sad, he said. A hair of someone else, 

even someone you would die for, or the mere thought of a hair, 

spoiled the meager joy of a government-issued shower. 

He said he hankered for the day when he could have his own terry turf, 

regulation white and smelling of a linen service. But as we do, 

when that day came, he had become accustomed to necessity, soap, 

and his own bare hand. For him freedom meant doing what he was used to, 

but in fancier bathrooms. Once | watched Lillie at going-home time, 

bathing her butterscotch pudding body in our basement shower 

among seldom-used darkroom equipment and forlorn canned chickens. 

She was released like the words of a gospel hymn, from her starched 

and bleached striped uniform, collar embroidered with safety pins 

ready to join what had parted. She washed off every trace of whiteness 

transformed from my family’s maid to some fancy man’s woman. 

She glowed like sunflowers after rain, hand lathering without benefit 

of washcloth, baptised with song and Cashmere Bouquet, smell of sweat 

and another odor I had to be older to recognize. In this darkness 

so profound I dream of it now, washcloths molded. Mold molded. 

She sang about getting up off your big rusty dusty can, about jelly roll. 

I wish I had gotten her recipe for that. Oh she was bright 

and light as Christmas, she was Grace shining in suburban subterra 

an uncut topaz I have never set, held in my hand, rubbed a little 

when luck ran out, or love. And when necessity held out its hand 

to me and there was no washcloth, I found out what she was singing about. 

And I wondered what spit and polish missionary introduced this 
square purveyor of chastity, 

while I took my freedom where I found it, discovered my body 

still a quick drop to the floor and plumb, smooth as cantaloupe, 

warm and moist as biscuits. | thought I had invented necessity. 
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Lapidarist 


~for H.H. 


Late April and snow held 

like flung rags 

the bases of sugar pines. 

I climbed the road edged 

with thinning trees, 

wispy blue needles like slivers of silk 
the last time I saw you. 


You took up from hillside 

and creekbed stones you told 

by Braille or book or candle. 
Divining turned them into gold- 
banded obsidians and jaspers, rivers 
burning like their veins. 

From bins of castoffs and laidbys, 
lace agates, serpentine, tiger’s eye 
you would tell their secrets, flame 
by flaming. Ringed planets 
whirled from your slice, your ken, 
your spit on dusty slabs. 


You knew where to cut and just how high 


to set the blade. 
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Waiting Out the Storm 


Midday assaults. The sun-fired silence 

like death dreamed of, no leaf stirs, no one. 

But the still corn’s tassels swelling 

in August’s white embrace. We go down for coolness 
into the hill’s seamed side, her foliage, her depth. 
Easy, every child knows 

like lifting layered tissue 

covering colored plates in fairy tales. 

Like learning to see all over. 


You lead. We leave the path now 

for the third time. Brush thickens. Laurel slaps. 
Against our backs, wet taunts of rain— 
chastened trees, branches, played like harps. 
Sky bruises over like flesh. Drops splat. 


You say, no one knows but you. You say, a man 
hid out the war here, for seven years. 

Only a few kin knew. 

You say, if you ever lose me find me here. 


We are just in time. 

Clouds shove, elbow the hunched hills. 

Wind twirls limbs, turns back white, gives up. 

Rain churns up through passes, rides the ridges, whips clouds. 


Down there, the valley whirls like a great Christmas top. 
Down there, find what we cannot keep. 


Possibly I will come alone, 

one night to this cave prayerless, 

hear only my breath by fire, 

stare the darkness for the lynx 

whose paws quilt the ground beneath me. 
Perhaps I will sleep, she a few feet away. 


I will carry this day like a chalice. 

Her warm, beast smell to my breath’s end. 

On the wall in shadow, paint last night’s message 
red, yellow, the stains of my mothers. 


Find what I have lost 
over and over. 
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The Real Truth About Weather 


This milky post-storm sky has lavished everything 

it had on us, takes time out now to replenish itself, 
filling like an obese white-aproned laundress, 

large wash tubs of snow, ice, cats and dogs, pitchforks, 
kitchen sinks, whatever 


remnants of the idealized Platonic state exist since nuclear 
testing at those higher altitudes reserved for Heaven, 

feather pillows, electronic signals, red rains, toads, 

satellites, extra-stellar garbage, angels, doughnut holes, 

words of commission like “I’ll write soon” and “This won’t hurt;” 


hopes kicked up stairs like an old football 

that lopes end over end in ground fog, a movie clip 

about a freckled-faced boy who dies but comes home for just one day 
to a crossroads town in Texas, all things broken, lost, 

misplaced or given away, in this all-inclusive lost and found, 


mostly found, amazing Grace. For instance, the gold 

and imitation sapphire ring I lost while trying to appease 

the work ethic of my father who specialized in turning 

more and more into compost, by carrying armload after armload 
of semi-rotting verdure and thorny rose canes, 


prunings, cuttings off, cuttings back, grist 

for decay’s mill. Off my finger into the humus 

like a flipside Cinderella story, fell my blue birthstone ring, 

a hoax since my birthstone is pale green. This nod to peerdom 


I wore on my engagement ring finger, ordained so at my birth, 
waiting to have put upon it, one diamond keepsake solitaire forever. 


It’s still there, I’m sure, in the compost long since risen 

in clouds of steamy by-products to the high snow country 

in the sky, out there with my Scotch Bonnet and my shark’s tooth, 
Bill Huggins’ swimming medal and a tarnished silver I.D. bracelet 
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which I had hidden in a Kleenex box at camp, and after some tearful 
episodes, discarded. Out there in the grateful Beyond along with 
great expectations, the rhythm method, states of shock, worthy 
political candidates, painless dentistry, financial solvency, 

the all-purpose friend. Even the small brown bird 


with the tight schedule, I might have missed 

just now, had not my eyes darted a bit ahead of their course, 
the bird seeming to hurry as you or I would 

before the subway door shuts. 


This morning a man I know and I agreed, 
you can argue with the weatherman 
but you can’t argue with the weather. 
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Toward a Time of Darkness 
i. 


In the marigold sun of summer, 

in the string ship you ride between soft trees, 
think hard of winter as jasmine 

winds its scent, threads the down of your arms, 
and the cricket speaks. 

It is not too soon to think of winter. 

It is not too soon 

to plan strategies against the cold. 


Against the sharp silt of silence, 

against the stinging blue, find yourself 

garments with neither the ache of newness 

nor the rot of age. 

Wear against your skin the matted fibres of yourself 
and to the world the combed fibres of your love. 
For the wolf is who pours his poems 

from the goblet of his throat, his fur 

baptized with crystals of snow. 


Hammer your home into the mountain as a wedge 
into a fallen tree, for there is soil sufficient 

to contain you and rock to carve. 

An oak tree will send down roots 

to your dwelling, a stone in the prongs 

of tradition. Know 

that you are at the mountain’s mercy. 


II. 


Now you ask 

is this the same haven, 

the same root cellar 

you sat in beneath the house 

when air raid sirens announced 

what you had only read about, or seen 
in hectic dots of black and white, 

the eyes and ears of the world, 

the trembling pattern of a war 

in which a tall man in shiny boots 
had gone away to horses and to die? 
News rolled and wrapped, 

hitting with a splat the flagstone 
walk. 

How all abstractions become dead cats 
and empty chairs. 


Was the descent from fear into darkness 

the same, finding more to flee from 

than to fly to, bulging warts of artichokes, 

the unstrung teeth of corn behind blue glass 

(as she had dreamed of, spat in mouthfuls 

upon the Easter grass) 

like bottled specimens too odd to throw away, 
too unsettling to look at? 

Was it the same hiding place where stained 
potato eyes stared up at rafters from their burlap nests 
to terrify the child who faced the shadow 
heretofore denied, who met the witch who lived 
in all dark places, a furred and unknown beast 
left too long 

upon her closet shelf? 
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Something about the Light 


Although two people share an external time and space 
(they are physically simultaneous) inside his own head, 
each sees something the other does not. 
~Michael Holquist 
“Dialogism, Bakhtin and his World” 


Simultaneous we 

were as if from the same 
starting gate we plunged head- 
long, indifferent Geminis, 

our big bed launching us 

into each other’s not- 
so-friendly fire. Remember the 
night we saw Bissette in 

“Jules et Jim?” 

Angular and spirited, 

Bissette rented a room 

to her life. I thought she could 
have been anyone. Her 

bed was whoever she 

was, girl, woman, day, night. She 
would salvage whatever 

was left, wrap herself in 

sky glow and a cheap fur 
throw. 


As the house 

lights softened, you slept. 

At home we fought. You 
wanted a summary, 

I wanted to sleep on it. 

That’s how we were. You swim- 
ming upstream. 

I heading toward 

wider waters where the 
wanting was less. 


But we were beautiful 

to me. Days when I was high 
and dry and handsomer 
than I knew, waiting for 

you to tell me in languages 

I had never heard before, 
me in the exact geo- 
graphical center 

of things where even churches 
declined to smell of must, 

it was so nice and sunny. 


But there was something about 
the light. Evenings just over 
the window sills, snow flick- 
ering like phosphorous. 
Inside lengthening shadows 
replicated Victorian 
lamplights we had seen in 
Quebec. Something about 
the fire in the grate, purr- 
ing like a stencilled cat, 

said mine. Something about 
me, said mine. You could said 


I had fallen in love 
with myself. 
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Advent Wreath 


Token yellow trees wear the clingy garment 
of this wet November Sunday, insist fall, 
though it seems like summer. 

Hard to keep one’s own seasons 

when weather we expect, deserts us, 

mocks us to self-discipline or wrath. 


Once inside the church, we gather juniper 

from the sea road, reckless with berries. 

To bind whatever is unkempt and found, to circles 

of order and significance. This year our wreath, the children 
and mine, is lush and intentional. 

Joe, our priest, has done all this before, deft hands 

arranging branches broken, fragrant with fruit, garnered 

as bed for candles set in brass. 

He pins them down, tests. 


I think of another wreath, a winter kitchen warm with cats. 
Belief was not enough. 

Even before Christmas, wire and holly were warring, 

leaves turned brown, berries like buck shot 

careened off the table, smashed underfoot, bled. 

Between coffee in bed, cold walks for fool’s gold on the hill 


in droplet air like pricking pins, wine and bread at the counter, 


we overlooked our wreath’s dishevelment. 


Alone, I think, too bad. 
We could have learned something. 


Cowhide Trunk 


~from Hannah Iredell to her cousin Margaret in England 


Dear Cousin, Today I was pleased to receive by packet boat the 
cowhide trunk which I have so long been awaiting. Your letter which 
told me of its departure six months ago from England still rests on the 
mantelpiece in my bedroom next to the pin cushion you made me for 
my sixth birthday and stuffed with your hair.I have read your letter 
over and over until the paper is flimsy and wor, but your delicate 
hand is still legible to me, though not to another. The days are long 
now, and in winter darkness comes so soon. Had it not been for 
thinking of you and this gift I have anticipated, I do not think I could 
have survived the harshness of life here. James says I am no letter 
writer, and for that reason he has undertaken all the correspondence 
for the family, and so but for you I have little chance to practice. He is 
a good man but blunt and stern in his ways. As for the trunk, you wrote 
me of the abundance of English fabrics to be found within. How I have 
yearned for their soft and yielding textures for dresses for me and the 
girls, and even you said, mulberry linen toil for dining room draperies. 
My hopes were crushed a few weeks ago when my husband made me 
promise that I would not use any cloth woven in England or drink any 
tea from our Mother country. I do wish to take part in resisting tyranny 
and of course to obey my husband which I vowed to do. You can know, 
I feel sure, how bitter is the brew of yaupon leaves we have to drink at 
teatime. I now find my eyes filling with tears as I say I must return your 
fine gift unopened. James is unrelenting. I must simply cherish my 
thoughts and those desirings for what I cannot have. But not think too 
much, for that will make me sad. I pray for God’s help in walking this 
fine line on either side of which lie oceans as deep as the one which 


separates you and me. Most affction’t’ly. 
H. 
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Walls of This Room 


tell stories even I can’t repeat 

they record all but each in its own 
language they know they don’t agree 

this is a given where light comes from 

or goes or why the woman turns to it 
naturally on her way out or which windows 
open to the sea which inward to the 

tiver or who has lain as a coin to be spent 
and left with no warning 


there are worse fates than to be a wall 
staying when all the world is somewhere 


or someone being there when the woman who 


left is not the one who comes home, 
changing its mind whenever the sun strikes 
having its choice of doors but wed to only 
one ceiling forever. 


Il. 


The Whole Room, A Lung 
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Sea Change into Something 


We are more 

than ourselves. 

Behind the stone mold 

of muscle, vault of skull bone 


starbursts of leaves sleep 

in their cloud buds. 
Wisdom, wisdom 

in the wave on the sea wall, 
fingers of foam 


tapping their code of patience 
on the band that weds 
land to sea, uneasy. 


The sea wins, as all things 

slow and moving win: 

as hair roots, as the clasping 
unclasping of small damp fists 

of babies swimming into their lives, 
the persistent breath of lovers 


making the whole room 
a lung. 


Giving Up Love 


No heart or stomach for depths, 

no taste for watching the line bob, 
gauging the tugs that make you 

think you’ve got something down there. 
Even a drift of seaweed 

seems better than nothing. 


To forget everything, just 

a blue bottle fly on the surface of things, 
the come and go of others in the same boat, 
an occasional ouch, a slick exchange. 


Wondering why people hang signs 
saying gone and fail to come back, 
pay a stiff price 

to seek out this torture 


unless you consider the red moth of sun, 
the cloy of bait, and blood 

if you’re lucky, with only 

a story to show for your trouble 


enough, 

your feet off the ground 

and nothing to fall back on but a tiny figure 
in the distance who may or may not 

be paying attention. 


How 


It is almost summer. 
Jasmine, salt, and whispers 
across water. And 

men who court the sea 

and float, torsos cut in half, 
for clams. 


How gray and long 

the pier we linger on, 

dallying bare feet and morning 

into afternoon, 

Listening to voices of that shore, 
clear and close as that immense light 
that opens up the sky 

like a shutter. 


And how your words join 
words across water, and 
distance moves in to touch 


our shoulders. And 


how it seems we gather in a green glass float 


to read our crystal fortunes 
inside out. 
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The Things We Do 


Because your face straightens into hard lines 
when you look at them (trees drawn against white sky 
that runs down pencilled V’s like watercolors), 
as if you hope that spring 

will prematurely toss leaves there, 

new and frolicky 

(brown scattered things that catch 

the wind and ride a little), 

I will put them back for you (entire 

bare towns of trees you whistled by), 

to see you find a starfish leaf 

that catches on your jacket sleeve, 

to see your eyes 

smile twiggy branches bursting into leaf. 


The Unleaving 


She lay in the limbs 

and she watched 

how the leaves embroidered the sun 
to his face, heard 

in the creaking of ancient wood 
the sound of their little words. 
Whorls of bark 

traced for her 

the curve of his neck, 

and as far as her eye could see 
was a long, long way. 


He counted growth rings, 

the number of borers per inch, 

arrived at the formula for whether 

the limbs would hold their weight, 
dreamed of planting a forest. 

She made it as homey as she could. 
Toward the end they agreed 

on painting the window frames yellow 
to keep away devils. 


One day earth tilted toward fall 
and across frost hills 


rang the coldness of axes 


and Os of their cries 
were sealed behind blackness 


and leaves fell 
like small dry tears. 
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intarsia: 


Each year 

Mother becomes more like knitting 
in which color is looped 

into the garment, ends 


hand-tied. 


This makes for a smooth feel, 
look, 

with no loss of elasticity, 

no overlapping of hue. 


Oh knit me 

knit me like this 
beltteclr u 
ue h oosrn. 


Bynum Ridge Poems 


I. 


Nights we hear 

the stars, grazing like careful cattle 
in their fields, wind chimes 

across the last summer, 

I, your heart. 


And the persistent counter melody 
of thoughts. 


Winter burns like incense 

against the glass, the faces 

of this house. 

I learn even its most remote syllables, 
rolling them for their feel 

in my ear as you sleep. 

Here winter rings no bells, 

only a bare signal in this fire- 

warmed room, like the telephone 

you turned down before we came upstairs. 


Remember last week 
we woke to snow, whispering 
as if in church? 


Here are stillnesses 

so vast they fill themselves. 

We swim these waters, with only the light touch 
of the other to buoy us, our own ability 

to float. 


Leaving this, I drive the roller coaster 
road back. 

Breathe in the sharp, cold air of absence. 
Breathe it in, 

long, deep. 
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I. 


Mid-March, 

we sit outside, 

drive Soave, the fading afternoon. 
You feed me Brie, my favorite, 
until I say, no more. 

We watch the sky, omen clouds, 
two specks that float like lazy fishes 
in a distant bowl. 


Spring climbs slowly from Pokeberry Creek, 
trees there leaf faint as wash. 

We talk of lady’s slippers near the thicket 
where the deer collect, leaves so new 

they wrinkle like a baby after birth. 


You seem surprised to hear 

that early redbud weaves the pines 
along the river road. 

I have eyes, you say, 

for what I love. 


Like that poplar standing straight enough 
to envy, trunk we cannot measure 

or embrace. 

You cup your hands as if to carry water 

to your mouth, brilliant golden flowers 
shaped like this, you say, will set that tree 
on fire before the month is out. 

(Already buds like candle flames.) 


We, etched against the screaming sun, 

the chalice of your hands, 

I know I’ve seen this all before: 

your fingers bathed as if in yellow blood. 
And I remember how you held a dandelion 
to my chin, reflecting feebly 

like a miner’s light, as if I loved something, 
as if I couldn’t help 

myself. 
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Ill. 


I cannot work today 

thinking how your eyes 

mat with love, 

how my hairs crawl over your house 
like webby insects, who spin 

some enviable journey, and then 
take it. 


Aleutian fishermen, they say, gaze 
so long at sea, it becomes sky. 

They drown, pitching in their skiffs, 
from swallowing the clouds. 


So hard, 

telling where we’ve been, without 
the scattered Gretel bread, 

wispy petals of snow out there 
melting before they flower. 


Or why this snow falls wet and flighty, 
following my dream of two men 

giving me the world in the chambers of a gun 
as blue as pansy eyes 


while I linger by the glass 

to watch scavengers in the park 
uncrumple words 

explaining how we use this power 
and why. 


IV. 


We sit side by side in this moment 
sometime between dusk and dinner. 
Silence weaves us, now together, 

now apart. 

We scarcely know whether 

off there among those old green friends 
grotesque and lovable as any creatures 
under spell, we will find 

ourselves or the other, wispy 

enough to see through in the weight 
of summer evening, leaves of oak and poplar 
cutting night like knives in butter, 

the hollows of our thoughts 

where we escape each other. 


A book is writing itself out there. 

How will we read it, 

what reminders of that lost richness 

and terror will we press between its pages? 


Nothing will return 

that we do not send forth in hope, 
softened with our own spittle 

and ribboned between those same trees 
like tracings of children’s night games, 
phosphorus on water, or cats cradles 
our own grandfathers made. 

It is only ourselves that slither back 
on threads of twilight, 

smelling of lightning bugs. 

Or moonlight, now it is hard to tell. 


Nothing changes. 

We are a little older, 

with barely a few more words. 

Before we walk away from darkness, 
remember our laughter is still out there 
somewhere. 
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Today You Called 


To say that walking home 

you took a short cut through the woods 
where running cedar boils 

and found it more profuse 

than by the road. You said, 

you found some prints a little larger 
than the rest, squirrel, deer we are 
accustomed to. Was it 


bear, bobcat? 


1 am reminded of myself, 

birthday girl at six, seeing 

from a window what seemed a birthday 
paper hat, bright orange with glints 

of gold across our neighbor’s wall. 

It was the thing I wanted most, 

though I did not know it then. 

And running to the yard, 

I found an Oriental poppy, 

smut of stamens, ashes in my hands. 


I saved this disappointment for a day 

like this, when what I hope for more than paper hats 
that rain or sun can run the color of, 

is slow and seasoned red against the tended yard, 
flesh of flower against the walls of stone. 


What Stars Say to the Trees 


You might pretend it is Christmas, 

all other nights the waiting part, 

the way deer appear on foggy mornings 
when you're not looking, and you’re not sure 
you saw us even when you did. 


So instead of being up here, 

we’d be down there at about twig height 
like someone shook a sack of flour, 
turned the snow upside down 

so it fell back, its way toward the sky. 
(The snow being stars.) 


We'll swarm all over you like lightning bugs 
ona swath of August each a small town beauty 
in a first sequin gown. 

And folks will wake upright and sudden 

as animals, forgetting to dress. 

Push out windows. 

Look. Call each other. Look. 

Call names of lovers, new names not heard yet, 
words not said yet, not in a long while 

like forever and suppose. 


When dawn’s pink apron ties 
around the big hips of morning, 

we will have departed. 

A child or two will remember 

but lacking knowledge of these arts, 
no one will believe. 
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Endangered 


Half up the hills 
we climbed so many times, 
to mailbox or for appetite, 


beside the slip of road 
that ripples through your woods, 
cedar runs, 


musical and spare 

it tumbles like the workings of fine locks 
or Bach. Without apology, 

where it will grow, it grows. 


Paling to a green like moss, 

it nudges dead oak leaves, 
companions lichen-roughened logs. 
We say, perhaps it only grows 
when watched. 


Far up the wash of fallen limbs, 

light delineates the wooden house. 

I walk with cedar on my mind, 

how it teases sleep, some ancient dream, 
or curls like family cats behind our backs 
to shapes of pillows, chairs or laps. 
Gaining mass at rest. 


How often have we passed this, 

hands measuring the poplar’s thrust, 

or pointing how a black snake lashes edge of woods 
to rise of road? 


Fool’s Gold 


It is hard to believe 
if you have not seen it, 
green-golden in track of headlights 


snake’s eyes, 
hidden and taboo like 


sinister berries and fruit 


as if some old necessity 


long unavailable, was gained again. 


It reveals itself only when light 


joins its conspiracy. 
Seeing it, its clean cleavages, 
its wash on rocks, its code 


from wet weather creeks 
or ruts trucks make 
churning on toward somewhere, 


let a few chunks of words 
through your mind’s fingers. 
As if you hold a child by the hand 


or someone with whom you want 
morning’s sift 
of storm and cold light 


of evening when roads blacken 
to velvet ribbon. 


So now in your hand I put 
this coin of no realm 
to hoard for no reason. 
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Except to bring small signs of accident 
to your window sill, 
little worlds gleaming there 


when rain slides through the net 
of sky, gleaming there when we wake 
at night 


tu say each ocher’s names 
for comfort, over, 
over, 


when cellophane of moonlight 
crackles around a world 


that in spice of this, 


grows datker, darker. 


Wise Man 


Of course 

we were late arriving, our choice 

in part, but was it not 

worth the delay, nights of fishing 

skies with slender instruments, 

the flaming stellar novice you have heard of 
ripe for charting and our linear wisdom? 

You see, it seemed displayed especially for us, 
this spectacle, the old celestial order 
breaking down before our eyes. 


Is it not a fitting thing, 
science keen to grasp a puzzle, 
hammering down the truth with nails of thought? 


Then there were preparations, 

gathering of beasts, warmest, newest robes 

just off the women’s looms, 

wine in goatskin bags to heat the blood. 

Gifts, too, not just any gifts. The child would soon 
have need of gifts, whether he’s a king or no. 

I know how gifts assuage the fears beyond the lintel, 
the leaden clasps that hinge the heart. 


And then there were days lost, how many, at the court 


of Herod. Herod, his eyes like peridots as he questioned us. 


It is true we tarried. Out of politeness, 

not to offend. And then there was the comfort 
power purchases. I admit this. 

The comforts and the velvet ease. 


But I am also wise to what the world exacts 
for favor. 
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Once in that dim lit hovel warmed by cattle breath, 
was it to observe what we had seen, and more, 

to compute significance? A charge like domes of brass 
we'd gladly cast aside, a task like palls 

of incense smothering us in clear cold air. 


Or should we simply tell the rulers what 

they want to hear? Or think they want to hear? 
The hungry gobble any nonsense from the wise 
and are we not the wise? 


Days I have been glad we caravaned another way, 
though no one spoke of it. We knew, 

although we knew not what we knew. But nights 
since then, cold knives of dread are poised 

within my soul at how he might repay our treachery. 


Aside from this, I cannot help but wonder 

what this baby, fingers blessing silence 

like drifting oleander petals, 

had to do with me. 

Last night I dream a deluge. 

(I’ve dreamed a lot of late.) 

From off the pages of my most prized manuscripts, 
words in inky torents streaming. 

I woke myself up screaming. 


And yet to you, my friend, I can confess 
at times inside this robe of softest violet wool, 


beneath the heavy jeweled ropes entwined with cabochons, 


bonds I did not know were there, 
snap, loosen, untie like powdery leather 
camel harness cracking. 


Poustinia 


1. 


Whatever version you wish 
is possible, though you 
wants to fix the most exemplary image: 


lawn fallen from grace of yardsman and mower 
or pines which make no particular statement, 
simply tall and there, or holly trees 

generously berried and tested by the fire of ice 
which has had its own way, Lord 

in this first storm of the turncoat year. 


Like that longing you have after observing 

a painting of two garments, selves that Wyeth hung 
against the empty fireplace to be viewed by 
whoever walked into that abandoned room 

with its undelivered parcel of light, 


or into this furnished room where this painting now hangs, 
you who ponder the nature of the painter’s apparel, 

what his self was clothed in while he devised this canvas, 
coat glossy and fanciful as if for a costumerie 

or a charade, 


the other wholesome and drab, and somehow the more true 
as if the wearer could not endure the carnival for long 

and would have worn them both, had he known 

which one to put his heart to. 


That longing you have for perfection, to arrive 

at whatever arrangement most likely, aware of the cold 
sweat of exertion on the glass face, the sheer effort 

of shoring up falling temperatures, thickening air, 

the whole edifice of assertion that January will 

winter as it must. 
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Just like the longing to come home to yourself 

as you watch this slowly unfolding reunion. 
Come home to the self pulled back like a curtain, 
the relentless prodigal returns as if through water, 
depending entirely on the fact of windows, 


most hoped for, most exquisitely feared. 


I. 


Last night’s storm has put teeth into 
every rail and wire. 

Even in this room, that ceiling crack 
where your eye originates, slices 

the wrinkled skin above your head. 


What matters? That you chose this scene 
and loved its tidy imperfections, were struck by 
how whatever light is available 


now at five o’clock, has gathered like an alleluia 
of birds in the tops of trees 

rendered suddenly unforgettable, 

a carillon of ice that urges everything 

out there to this protest 

against the inevitable dark. 


Even these words now loosened from the page, 
lift like smells from other seasons, 


tise like windblown snow in drifts out that window. 


Speaking in Tongues 


The highway to Fayetteville measures out tobacco farms, 

so many here, so many there, 
wheels lengths of woodland like yardage, 

receives sweet shadows, tear sheets, 
tattling, special editions 

in advance of sundown’s banner headlines. 


Illiterate, I record only mileages. Where do I find my heart 
jousting with its tousled secrets? 


The road, banked autobiographer, keeps its own counsel. 
I make up whatever narratives it writes between 
lines 
buttoned to sky 
by doves. All along, field fences 


and cedar rows smeared and pocked with topsy turvy growths, 
smocked with fireworks, part 
of the universe that is missing. 


Wisteria makes me cry. Contagious, it fleshed out skeletons 
of pines. Back there, dogwood’s 
sweet doilies drop stitches into twilight’s 


light. 


Only this morning, Catalina, gone like an anchorite for eight days, 
re-enteres, smudged and smirched, 
smirking, smelling of burlap 
and bone, smelling table legs, 
mine. 


She checks her prodigal joy at the threshold, disbelieves what 


is true, takes nothing on faith except what 
she noses. 


9] 


Albino possum drops splat 
in front of my car’s hood 
pregnant with the pollen that 
mists day air 
like pale green spume, fume from crash of water, or dust 
the last time I told you goodbye. 


In the distance, 
a farmhouse flames, the family smaller by larger 
waiting, waiting for trucks, men, hands, water 
pure air, yesterday. 


I think about whatever of sayings I’ve heard, 
about saying, being seen, being heard. 


Child no more, how can I say sense when poplars 
never sharpen to a point 
or stories plink into wind- 
current by the backhand of leaves, 
each striking its own match 
to the lightwood of wonder? 


Once I didn’t talk much. Said myself only when birds listened, 
their holy throats. 


The world out there 
goes on rocking, its legs crossed at the knees, 
chin in its dented cup of a hand, 
waiting to jump my king 

before I roll down the last road home. 


My wish, a crossbow. Not to have any last or lasting word, 
or word that ends the beginning. Logos painted on the back of God 
when she has turned and walked away. 


Hopkins said, what I do is me. For that I came. 


To instigate a conversation 
to last forever. 
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Quickest Door, Smallest Room 


~for my mother 


Take the dirt path by the road 

and turn sharp at the railroad track. 
It’s not a fur piece, as you used to say. 
But why am I telling you this? 


You bring the cookies, I’ll bring the pears. 
And we'll meet in summer, some evening 
after dishes. 


Lengths of oaks and a few scrub pines 

cut the small wheat and heat-diminished grass. 
Dying hum of bees or dry weeds, perhaps, 

it is hard to tell, mingles with the crackle 

of stars just starting to crown. 


Creek naps in its tracks 

like we used to in the cool crevice of beds 
shoved together. I could breathe better. 

I see you mirrored in brackish rainbows of rust, 
smell of dishwater on your hands. 


How seldom I really saw you but reflected, (You root pale, 
unstockinged.) With our funny toes we stretched 

and curled, risked the air, creekwater too bad to drink. 
And you would roll over and over in the floodtide 

of light, and its host of things so small 

they had no names. 


You would roll like anyone who had strayed 

from themselves. 

You would roll out of your skin into this season 
brief as nothing, in the new moon offered 

like bread of forgiveness. 

Something sang in you long silenced. 

You spun in a wheel that released you, spun you out 
in elegant and frenzied symmetry of motion. 
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This was the last night of summer forever. 


Soon followed winter’s sediment in this glass 
we drank from, segment of time like a tunnel 
scarcely lit at one end and we approaching 
at such a speed we barely notice 

we have become this very light 

that beckons us 


and even the least of things 
have names. 


About the Author— 


Agnes McDonald is a native of North Carolina. She received an 
M.A. in English from the University of Missouri-Columbia. She 
teaches writing and literature at the University of North Carolina 
at Wilmington. 


The first book in which her poetry appeared, Four North Carolina 
Women Poets, was also published by St. Andrews Press in 1982. 
Journey Proud, an anthology of excerpts from the journals of 
contemporary Southern women, is being considered for publica- 
tion at this time. 


95 


Agnes McDonald’s poems have a quality not unlike the intricate 
cutwork I used to watch my grandmother create: patterns cut all the 
way through, sharp light and sheer air (or darkness and shadow 
itself) suddenly part of the fabric, and outlined in delicate color. 
These are a woman’s poems, rich with particular mystery. If they 
are sometimes elusive, this is part of their power, a restless energy- 
in-language not too visible but felt indeed. I recommend these subtle 
poems, their sometimes elaborate imagery revealing all we can know 
after all: the love, loss, search, and sorrow of ordinary life. 


— Betty Adcock 
ISBN 1-8795934-04-3 


St. Andrews Press 
St. Andrews College 


81879°934 


